P ierre Foglia's trenchant words in the quotation above capture what he learned from his longstanding friend, Pierre Gobeil, while Gobeil was dying from cancer. The rough and ready bantering friendship of these two men underwent a gradual and striking change during Gobeil's last weeks and days. Foglia came to realize Gobeil was now treating him with an unaccustomed delicate attention; with an unusual solicitude bordering on compassion -to the point that Foglia thought Gobeil was treating him as though he, Foglia, was the one who was going to die. Pierre Gobeil clarified, "No, you are not the one who is going to die, but you are the one who is scared of death. That is why I am paying so much attention to you, to take care that you will not freak out." (2) These words brought Foglia, as he himself says, to tears as he was in his car driving away; to tears and to his insight in the quotation. "Our friends do not die for nothing. They die to teach us how to die."
Moving Beyond a False Assumption
This editorial's title question carries a tone of astonishment; a tone even of sarcastic disbelief. What? How can you or anyone claim that the dying can teach, and that they can teach us? And who are we? We are the ones living life to the fullest, with projects, packed agendas, tight schedules, and with little time to be taught anything useful by those who are leaving life. Some of us are the healthcare professionals, the doctors, nurses, psychologists, and experts. We give care. Who are the dying? They are the ones who need and receive care from us. And they are going to teach us?
The astonishment in the title question, an astonishment reflected in the above questions and answers, arises out of the unspoken, unexamined, and so often lived assumption that the dying are no longer part of us and we are no longer part of their world. If and when we think and behave according to this assumption, we in fact arrogantly imagine ourselves as being so different from dying people. We are then not living in the truth.
The truth is that the dying, like the rest of us, are alive. The dying, like the rest of us, can act and, under conditions of grace, can change the world around them. The truth is, though, that there is one striking difference between the dying and the rest of us. The dying have arrived at points on life's trajectory that the rest of us have not yet reached; trajectory points, however, towards which we are all inexorably headed. The dying are ahead of us on that trajectory and on that headland they are uniquely positioned to teach us what we have not yet had to face. This is what Pierre Foglia and his dying friend, Pierre Gobeil, have understood. They have not explicitly formulated and criticized the arrogant assumption that the dying are no longer part of us. They have quietly moved beyond that assumption and that move is an invitation to leave any version of that assumption far and forever behind us. The dying, then, can teach us? Yes, they can teach us, among other things...
...to die with our eyes open:
When we die with our eyes open, we don't play games. We don't pretend. We find and give to one another the courage to admit what is happening. We face the fact of having to die and, as well, the possible confusion, deep frustration, and experience of emptiness at the fact of having to die now. We look this reality in the face. A human being who can do this is already ahead of dying and superior to death.
...to die with our minds open:
The really hard questions that go to the core of our dreams and hopes will face us unanswered at the time of dying. To die firmly holding on to these questions, to refuse to latch on to some little myth that will reduce the questions to harmlessness and rob them of their power to echo through the soul, is what dying with one's mind open demands.
I once saw an old man do this. He went raging into the night with a fierce desire to know. He also went with a smile. He was already ahead of his questions.
...to die with our hearts open:
We might think that concern for others, living beyond self-centredness, is the way to be when we are young, strong, alive, with all our future in front of us. But when we are dying? This surely is the time to be centred on ourselves?
Perhaps. Dying can bring one to varying degrees of fear and anxiety. Both can narrow one's concerns and constrict the reach of one's heart to others. But I've seen a young woman, a British Army officer's wife, master the fear and anxiety. She died with her heart turned towards her loved ones and towards those who had cared for her during her terminal cancer. It was a very odd experience. We usually feel great pity for a young person dying in this way. She seemed to feel a great sadness for us, a sadness filled with understanding. Because her heart was open to us in her most difficult hour, she opened our hearts to one another and gave us a bond of trust. She gave us something of herself that reached beyond her death and what her death could not take away. She made us want to live courageously and to live for others. (3) Some of us around her bedside so sorely needed her teaching.
...to know there is not only one right way to die: (4)
Some people, as described by Tolstoy (5) and Solzhenitzen (6) , die quietly without puffing themselves up; without pretending they are not going to die; without stalling about preparing and squaring things away. They depart easily "as if they were just moving into a new house." (7) They die knowing and accepting their place in nature on this planet. To die as being part of nature -is this not one of the right ways to die?
Others, like Michael, a physician dying from AIDS in the 1990s, and Milarepa, a Tibetan monk of old, die in an act of thanksgiving. Michael spoke of life as being so much more than a right. Faced with the loss of all, Michael experienced life as a privilege, as a gift. Returning that gift to others, he said, was part of the tide of life, and that tide, he was sure, would flow back to him in unending waves of blessings. Milarepa, the Tibetan monk, finished his life with a song of gratitude. He lived out his last moments integrating all of his days and experiences into a recollecting act of thanksgiving for all he had received. (8) To die in acts of thanksgiving -is this not also one of the right ways to die?
Still others die in resistance to death. Their dying echoes the clarion call of de Sénancourt: "... let us die in resistance, and, if nothingness lies ahead, let us not act as if it were just." (9) It is one thing, as with Tolstoy's peasant, to die knowing and accepting one's place as part of nature. It is quite another thing to experience acutely that uniquely human tension between body and spirit -a tension, indeed, between our being both a part of nature and apart from nature. Some people particularly gifted with the genius to feel this tension -people who are like Dylan Thomas's "wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight" (10) -will, on behalf of the rest of us, rebel against death. They will be utterly sensitive to, and express, the human incomprehensibility and the profoundly human pain of being a power of thought, vision, understanding, creation and love, and yet of having to die. These people will not go gently into that good night. They will rage and rage against the dying of the light. (11) To die in resistance to death and incomprehensibility -is this, as some might think, a pointless pretence, or is this also a very right human way to die?
...to hear and amplify cries for mercy. The evidence that human beings can die wrongly and horribly is massive and universal, scattered as that evidence is throughout all the generations of human history. This is not a lesson any of us should have to learn. The evidence for its truth is too overwhelming. We may, though, need to be converted from our rose-tinted and filtering beliefs that everything will turn out for the best for everyone, all the time. It doesn't and it will not. Some human beings lose themselves, disintegrate, and fall into deep personal black holes where they destroy their loved ones and themselves. Light neither enters nor escapes from these black holes. Only unending screams of horror do so.
These ways of dying can teach us, I think, that so many people, those going through the extreme of human disintegration and horror, and perhaps we all, need to be shown limitless magnanimity and limitless mercy. We can learn to listen for, and to hear, and then to amplify even the faintest cries for magnanimity and mercy from those who are dying or have died in the humanly most abject of ways. If we can reach the headland where nothing human, even the most horrid of events and acts, is strange to us we may then be humanly powerful enough to amplify, sustain, and direct these cries for mercy, even the faintest of such cries, to the minds and hearts of all humankind.
Why? That those who are losing or who have lost themselves will be drawn back into and reaffirmed within the embrace of humanity. If there is no such mercy within humanity, then there is no humanity.
